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FOREWORD
This study was financed in part by funds made available by the Research and Marketing Act of 1946 and the Maine Potato Tax. The
potatoes were washed at the potato storage house at the Maine Agricultural Experiment Station farm at Presque Isle. The potato washing and
drying equipment was purchased from the John Bean Division of the
Food Machinery and Chemical Corporation of Lansing, Michigan.
Acknowledgment and grateful appreciation is extended to the several organizations actively cooperating on this project. Maine Potato
Growers, Inc., a farmers cooperative at Presque Isle, Maine, furnished
the potatoes used in this study, supplied a warehouse crew for packing,
and handled the sales. The Maine Department of Agriculture, Augusta,
Maine, supplied the services of a Federal State potato inspector for
making the inspections and assisting in recording the data on operational
costs. Baer & Smith, Inc., Brockelman Brothers, Inc., and Budish and
Kaplan, Inc., distributed the washed potatoes in the Worcester, Massachusetts, market area.
The author also wishes to express his sincere appreciation to Dr.
Charles H. Merchant, Head, Department of Agricultural Economics, for
his many helpful suggestions in connection with this project, to Merton
O. Parker, Federal-State potato inspector, for his valuable assistance
and to Mrs. Joan Bouchard for her help in preparing this report.
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BULLETIN 509

COMMERCIAL WASHING OF MAINE POTATOES
By
ALVAH L. PERRY
Assistant Agricultural Economist

INTRODUCTION
The primary objective of washing potatoes in preparation for market is to improve their appearance. In a few areas of the United States
washing prior to marketing is necessary to remove excess soil clinging to
the potatoes. In the areas where washing has reached major importance,
however, soil conditions have had little influence on the extent of the
practice. Shippers in these areas believe that their clean, high quality
potatoes will gain a wider acceptance in wholesale and retail markets
and command a price premium over unwashed potatoes from other areas.
The modern trend in food store merchandising, which permits customers
to select their own produce, places greater emphasis than ever on clean,
wholesome appearing products. In most markets potatoes are the only
fruit or vegetable that have not been cleaned and made more attractive
for the customer.

PURPOSE OF STUDY
Shippers and receivers displayed considerable interest in a previous
study which showed that shoppers would choose washed potatoes in
preference to unwashed potatoes even though the washed potatoes were
being sold at a premium price. 1 The previous study was carried out with
washing, grading, packaging, transporting, displaying, and pricing of the
potatoes under the direct supervision of research personnel. The industry expressed a desire to test the acceptance of washed potatoes under
commercial conditions where market forces would control demand and
establish price. This study was conducted with that purpose in mind.

COST OF WASHING POTATOES
Investment

Equipment to wash and dry potatoes consisted of a spray type
vegetable washer, a sponge rubber roll type moisture absorber and a
forced hot air dryer. This equipment was in addition to the bin un1 Perry. A. L. and Merchant, C. H., Consumer Acceptance of Washed Maine
Potatoes, Maine Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin 493, August 1951.
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loader, conveyors, vertical elevator, sizer, grading table, and bagging
equipment used in the ordinary operations of handling unwashed potatoes.
At 1952 prices, the cost of washing and drying equipment similar
to that used in this study was approximately $6,500 f.o.b. factory. By
the time this equipment is installed and connected with running water
and sewer, the initial cost might be approximately $10,000. Conservatively, such equipment would have a life of at least 10 years. The ammortization of a $10,000 investment at five per cent interest for 10 years
is $1,295 per year. The investment per car or per cwt. would naturally
depend upon the amount of use made of this equipment. If, for example,
100 cars of potatoes were washed each year, the cost would be $12.95
per car or approximately three cents per cwt. (Table 1). Initial investment, however, could vary greatly with different installations, depending
on the availability of water, problems in constructing a sewer, and in
the installation of the equipment.
TABLE

1

Estimated Expense of Investment, Fuel, Water and Electricity
in Washing and Drying Potatoes, J951-52 Shipping Season"
Cost Per Carload
Item

One Car a Day

Two Cars a Day

Investmentt
Fuel
Water
Electricity

$12.95
4.30
2.78
1.59

$12.95
3.00
1.36
.79

Total

$21.62

$18.10

"' Does not include estimates for costs of storage space for
equipment, movement of potatoes to the warehouse, or
shrinkage, repairs, insurance, taxes.
t 100 cars a year for ten years.

Another investment cost which should be taken into consideration
is the value of the space required for the equipment. This equipment
unlike regular grading and sizing equipment, cannot be easily moved
about in the warehouse and must have a rather permanent location. The
overall length of the washer, absorber and dryer is about 25 feet. In
most warehouses, storage space for potatoes would be sacrificed to provide room for this equipment and the value of this space may logically
be charged to the washing operation. Most warehouses now would require considerable remodeling to provide space and floor strength for
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the equipment. In the long run new buildings might be more desirable
for providing adequate washing and packing space, and this additional
initial cost could be prohibitive to many shippers. Also the installation
of a hot air dryer in present warehouses may cause early sprouting of
potatoes in nearby bins because of the heat from the dryer.

Fuel
An average of 3.23 gallons of fuel oil was used an hour when potatoes were dried at the rate of about one carload a day. If the equipment
were used at full capacity-about two carloads a day-fuel oil requirements would increase to about 4.5 gallons an hour. During the 1951-52
shipping season the price of fuel oil at Presque Isle was 14.8 cents per
gallon. Thus, the cost of fuel at the rate of one carload a day was $4.30
per carload or about one cent a cwt. (Table 1). At full capacity, or
two carloads a day, fuel oil cost would have been $3.00 a carload or
0.7 cents per cwt.

Water
An average of 1.1 cubic feet of water was used per minute to wash
the potatoes. The water used for washing was from a drilled well near
the warehouse. Only fresh water was used for washing. If the water
had been charged to the washing operation at city water rates, the cost
would have been about $2.78 per carload when washing at the rate of
one carload a day, or $ 1.39 per carload at the rate of two carloads in a
nine-hour day.

Electricity
Electricity was used at the rate of 11.6 kw. per hour. The electricity was used to power the conveyors for taking potatoes from the
bins, elevating them to the packing room, running the sizer, grading
table, and packaging equipment in addition to running the washer and
dryer. Thus, only about one-third of the electricity used could be directly
charged to the washing and drying operation. In a previous study it was
found that washing and drying potatoes required an average of 4.3 kw.
more per hour than putting up unwashed potatoes. 2 When electricity
was charged to the washing operation at commercial rates, the cost was
$1.59 per carload at the rate of one car a day. Without considering the
additional load from doubling the volume, the cost would be approximately one-half or 80 cents per carload when two cars a day were washed
and dried.
2

Ibid.

8

MAINE AGRICULTURAL EXPERIMENT STATION BULLETIN

509

Moving Potatoes from One Track Warehouse to Another
for Washing

There are two types of cost involved in the moving of potatoes from
one track warehouse to another for washing. One is the expense of the
physical handling of the potatoes; the other is associated with the amount
of culls resulting from bruising the potatoes in handling. When potatoes
are transferred from farm storage to the washer, there is no additional
cost since farmers usually haul the potatoes to the warehouse for grading and packaging at the time of sale.
No detailed costs were kept of the operation of moving potatoes by
rail from the originating track warehouse to the washer. However, when
potatoes are transferred from one track storage to another for washing
the cost of the transfer must be borne. by the washing operation. Usually
this procedure will result in two grading and packaging operations on
the same potatoes. If this practice should become common, some
method of bulk handling may be developed to reduce the cost of this
procedure.
Tuber bruising may be excessive unless extreme care is used in
handling. For example, a 1,400 barrel lot of potatoes hauled in by farmers and dumped in a basement bin at the warehouse where the washer
was installed averaged 1.5 per cent grade bruises on arrival and 4.9 per
cent grade bruises when they were removed from the bin.
This 3.4 per cent additional grade bruising would have been considered in the cost of washing had the potatoes been moved from a track
warehouse where grading and packaging facilities were available. However, the loss from bruising was not considered a washing cost since
farmers normally move the potatoes for grading and the loss would have
been sustained whether they were washed or not.

POSSIBILITY OF ELIl\HNATING HEAT DRYING
The equipment used to dry potatoes consists of two separate units,
one, a moisture absorber which removes the loose water from the tubers
as they pass over a series of sponge rubber rolls and the other, a heat
dryer which removes the remaining moisture by forcing hot air around
the tubers as they pass through on steel rollers. The heat dryer is the
most expensive unit of the washing and drying equipment and requires
a relatively large amount of space and a permanent location for its installation. If adequate drying can be done by the moisture absorber
alone, thus eliminating the heat dryer, it would not only reduce initial
washing and drying equipment costs to about $2,000 but also would
make the washer and absorber more versatile since they could be rather

-..
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easily moved about in the warehouse as well as from one warehouse to
another.
To test the feasibility of eliminating the heat dryer, three shipments
containing up to one-half carloads of washed, but not heat dried, potatoes were packaged immediately after washing in paper bags and shipped
by rail to Worcester, Massachusetts in the latter part of March, 1952.
When the potatoes were unloaded at this market about one week later,
there was no apparent ciifference between the heat dried and undried
potatoes. Neither was there any development of iate blight or other rots
nor any than normal bag breakage with the undried potatoes. However,
since these tests were very limited in scope, further trials should be made
to determine the advisability of this proc::dure.

CULLS REMOVED IN GRADING POTATOES
About 55 per cent of the potatoes washed during the 1951-52
shipping season had been raised at the Maine Agricultural Experiment
Station at Aroostook Farm and stored in the track storage house on the
farm. (The washing and drying equipment was located in this storage
house.) Thirty-four per cent were purchased from local farmers during
the winter and hauled in barrels to the warehouse where they were stored
in bins prior to washing. The remainder, or about 11 per cent, originated
in other track warehouses where they were packaged in 100-pound
burlap bags and transported by rail to the warehouse for washing.
In the washing operation the potatoes were graded twice, once
before washing and again after washing. The intent was to grade the
potatoes to U. S. No.1 grade standards prior to washing. For a number
of lots, however, not enough cull tubers were removed from the potatoes
to meet the U. S. No. 1 grade tolerance of six per cent external grade
defects. After the potatoes were washed they were regraded to remove
cull tubers missed in the previous grading.
In the grading prior to washing, an average of 6.6 pounds of culls
per 100 pounds of potatoes packaged were removed from the potatoes
raised at Aroostook Farm as compared to 11.8 pounds for the potatoes
purchased from local farmers. Similar data were not available for potatoes stopped-off enroute (carloads stopped at the warehouse for washing) (Table 2). In the grading operation after washing, culls per 100
pounds of potatoes packaged averaged 2.8 pounds for potatoes raised
and stored at Aroostook Farm as compared to 7.8 pounds for potatoes
hauled in by farmers and 4.9 pounds for potatoes stopped-off enroute.
Criticism of potato washing in general usually centers around the
belief that washing will disclose many damaged tubers that would go un-
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2

Quality of Potatoes Before and After Washing and Amount of Culls Removed
in Grading Potatoes from Different Sources

Item

Source of Potatoes
All
Stored at H auled in Stopped-Off Sources
Warehouse b y Farmers Enroute

No. of Lots
Cwt. Per Lot

23
312

16
297

2
715

41
319

Per Cent External Grade Defects :
Before Washing
After Washing

5.3
2.9

11.5
5.8

12.2
8.2

8.2
4.3

Lbs. Culls Removed Per 100 #
Packaged :
Before W ashing
After Washing
Total

6.6
2.8
9.4

11.8
7.8
19.6

4.9

4.7

*

:::

*

*

" Information not available.

noticed if the potatoes had not been washed. Obviously the amount of
culls which need to be removed from a lot of potatoes in order for it to
conform to the standards of a grade depends upon the amount of cull
potatoes in the lot. Experience in washing potatoes shows that the belief
that washing will materially increase the amount of culls is not well
founded when quality is taken into consideration.
The potatoes stored at Aroostook Farm averaged 5.3 per cent
external grade defects before they were washed. Culls removed in grading these potatoes after washing averaged 2.8 pounds per 100 pounds of
potatoes packaged. The grading reduced external grade defects to 2.9
per cent. The potatoes bought from local farmers did not meet the
requirements of U. S. No.1 grade after they were graded prior to washing. These potatoes averaged 11.5 per cent external grade defects at
this time. After washing and regrading, these potatoes averaged 5.8
per cent external grade defects which was accomplished by removing
culls representing 7.8 per cent of the potatoes packaged. A similar situation existed with potatoes stopped-off for washing that had been graded
previously at the originating warehouse and which averaged 12.2 per
cent external grade defects upon arrival for washing. External grade
defects dropped to 8.2 per cent upon the removal of culls representing
4.7 per cent of potatoes packaged. These potatoes still did not meet the
requirements of U. S. No.1 grade since they exceeded the tolerance of
six per cent permitted for external grade defects.
Different lots of potatoes were arranged in groups having similar

1l
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amounts of external grade defects prior to washing to determine the relationship between quality before washing and the amount of culls removed in regrading after washing. Again, the amount of culls depended
largely on quality improvement as measured by the decline in external
grade defects. External grade defects in lots having few external grade
defects prior to washing, averaging 2.9 per cent, were reduced to an
average of 1.9 per cent after washing and grading by the removal of
1.3 per cent of the potatoes. Theoretically only 1.0 per cent was required to be removed. For lots having a relatively large amount of external grade defects prior to washing (13.6 per cent) the actual amount
of culls removed agreed exactly with the expected (7.4 per cent) to improve the quality to 6.2 per cent external grade defects (Table 3).
TABLE 3
The Relationship Between the Percentage of External Grade Defects Before and
After Regrading to the Amount of Culls E xpected and Actually Removed
in Achieving the Improvement in Quality
Per Cent External Number
Grade Detects
of
Befo re Washing
Lots
Less
4.0
6.0
8.0
10.0

than 3.9
- 5.9
- 7.9
- 9.9
or more

5
8
9
4
13

% External Grade Defects

Before
Washing

After W ashing
and Grading

2.9
5.2
6.8
8.9
13.6

1.9
3.1
3.3
4.8
6.2

% Culls to Achieve
Improvement in Quality

Expected*

Actual,

1.0
2. 1
3.5
4.1
7.4

1.3
2.2
2.7
5.2
7.4

*Difference in external grade defects before and after washing.
t Actual amount of culls removed in regrading the potatoes following washing.

COLOR OF POTATOES
It is difficult to get uniform appearance when washing white-skinned
potatoes. Bruises, scab, scurf and other external blemishes show up
rather prominently after potatoes with white skins have been washed.
Early crop white potatoes which are washed immediately after harvest
usually have a good, bright appearance for a brief period. However,
after a few days dark areas develop where the skin has been removed in
handling and other defects become more prominent. Variation in appearance of white potatoes has caused most of the late crop areas to
wash potatoes with either red or russet skins. Currently only a small
percentage of Maine's production is in red or russet skinned varieties.
If Maine should wash potatoes commercially, it may be advisable to
investigate the advantages of these varieties grown under Maine conditions.
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SALVAGE OF POTATOES BY WASHING
From time to time most shippers have one or more bins of potatoes
that are difficult to grade. Usually these potatoes are badly damaged by
frost or infected with late blight and the development of soft rot makes
the whole lot so dirty and messy that, without cleaning, it is rather impractical to separate the good potatoes from the bad. The common
practice is to run the potatoes over a brusher to remove much of the dirt
as well as any sprouts if present.
Instead of using a brusher to clean the potatoes for grading, they
were washed by a home made spray washer and the loose water removed
by running the potatoes over a sponge rubber roll type moisture absorber.
The potatoes were then placed in bins for the completion of the drying.
It is almost impossible to remove by grading all the rot from potatoes
which have deteriorated considerably. At times when potatoes are low
in value it may cost more to salvage the good potatoes than they are
worth. However, when potato prices are high, salvaging the good potatoes may be financially favorable.
In one lot of Chippewa variety potatoes, involving 148 barrels, only
63 barrels or 42.6 per cent were salvaged. These potatoes averaged 36.9
per cent external grade defects prior to washing. Soft rot alone made
up more than half (21.0 per cent) of that percentage (Table 4). Obviously these potatoes were very wet because of this great amount of
breakdown. In washing 13 barrels apparently went down the drain since
they could not be accounted for.
Two other lots, both involving Green Mountain variety potatoes
showing considerable wet breakdown, were also washed. One of these
lots had about seven per cent soft rot and six per cent late blight, while
the other had seven per cent soft rot and one per cent late blight rot
prior to washing. Sixty-nine and 79 per cent respectively of the potatoes
in these two lots were salvaged.
Since the potatoes were not thoroughly dried after washing, it was
expected that late blight and soft rot would develop while the potatoes
were drying in the bins. Based on sample inspections of the potatoes at
the time they were put in and again when they were removed after drying, there was practically no change in the amount of either late blight
or soft rot. The only significant change during this drying period was an
increase in fusarium rot in the lot of Chippewa potatoes. These potatoes
increased from less than one per cent fusarium rot at the time they were
washed to 11 per cent when they were removed from the bin after drying. There was no significant change in the amount of fusarium rot in the
two lots of Green Mountain potatoes during the drying period.

13
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TABLE 4
External Grade Defects on Potatoes Immediately Before and After Washing and
Before Regrading 7 to 30 Days Later by Varieties of Potatoes
Salvaged, May-June 1952
Variety
Item
Chippewa"

Green Mountain Green Mountain
Lot 1t
Lot 2+

148
42.6

367
69.2

148
79.1

Per Cent Grade Defects Before Washing:
Cuts and Bruises
2.5
Sunburn
1.2
Scab
10.2
1.1
Late Blight
Soft Rot
21.0
Fusarium Rot
.6
Other
.3

1.0
.1
13.2
6.0
7.3
.3

.9
.1
1.8
1.2
7.4

Number of Barrels Washed
Per Cent Sal vaged

36.9
-_Total
.._-_.--...............__..._---. ----_.................
._.....

Per Cent Grade Defects After Washing and Grading:
Cuts and Bruises
2.2
Sunburn
1.6
Scab
12.1
Late Blight
Soft Rot
11 .6
Fusarium Rot
.8
Other
Total

28 .3

Per Cent Grade Defects Before Regrading :
3.9
Cuts and Bruises
Sunburn
2.1
Scab
4.1
Late Blight
.1
Soft Rot
13.8
Fusarium Rot
11.0
Other
Total

35.0

27.9

- ----...........-...--...

11.4
---.~--.

1.2
.1
23 .8
1.5
.2
.9
.1

1.6
.1
4.4
.3
.4
.1

27.8

6.9

1.2

3.8

14.9
.5
.3
3.7

4.5
.1
1.7
.2
.1

20.6

10.4

* After washing, were stored about 20 days

in a bin with floor slatted for ventilation.
t After washing, were stored about 30 days in a bin with floor slatted for ventilation.
t After washing, were stored about s~ven days in a regular bin.

The Chippewa potatoes as well as one of the lots of Green Mountain
potatoes were stored in bins with floors slatted so that air could be forced
through the bins to hasten drying. The other lot of Green Mountain
potatoes were stored in a regular bin. It is difficult to evaluate the merit
of slatted floors since neither lot showed significant changes in late blight
or soft rot. The lot of Green Mountains stored in this type of bin showed
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very little fusarium rot development while the Chippewa potatoes had a
relatively large increase in fusarium rot.
.D irt had an influence on the inspector's evaluation of scab as evidenced by the Chippewa potatoes which averaged 10 per cent scab
prior to washing and 12 per cent after. The same was true for the two
lots of Green Mountain potatoes which averaged 13 and two per cent
scab prior to, and 24 and four per cent respectively, after washing. Scab
would not be changed by washing but removal of excess dirt apparently
disclosed scab that was hidden when the potatoes were dirty. The decrease in the amount of scab while the potatoes were drying in the bins
is unexplainable. It may be that scab looks more serious on potatoes
when they are wet.
This section should not be construed as an endorsement of a practice of marketing poor potatoes. If the salvaged potatoes are not of good
wholesome appearance, free from rot and other defects, they should not
be used for human consumption. At times, lots of potatoes are too dirty
to grade although little breakdown has taken place. Using a brusher on
such potatoes results in the removal of much of the dirt and an immediate improvement in general appearance. Usually, however, the brusher
skins and scars the potatoes causing them to become rather unattractive
by the time they reach market. Washing appears to be a better method
for cleaning these dirty potatoes and improving their appearance.
SALES OF WASHED POTATOES
Sales of over 1,000,000 pounds of washed potatoes were made during the December to April period by the Maine Potato Growers, Inc. to
wholesale receivers in terminal markets. Twenty-eight per cent of the
washed potatoes sold were in 10-pound mesh window bags (packed five
packages to a master container) and 72 per cent were in regular 50pound paper bags. All bags were plainly marked "Washed Maine Potatoes. "
Distrihution of Sales

The major emphasis throughout the study was to keep the three
wholesale receivers in Worcester supplied with washed Maine potatoes.
Sales outside this area were made frequently in order to move stocks on
hand. During the December to April period 56 per cent of the sales were
to the Worcester handlers, 15 per cent to other distributors in Massachusetts, 2 per cent to Rhode Island, and the remaining 27 per cent to receivers outside the New England market.
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Premiums on Washed Potatoes

Ninety-three per cent of the potatoes packed in 10-pound bags were
sold to wholesalers at a premium of two cents a bag or 20 cents per cwt.
over regular unwashed potatoes in similar types of packages. The remaining seven per cent were sold at a premium of 11h cents per bag.
About the same percentage, or 92 per cent of the potatoes packaged in
50-pound bags, was sold at a premium of 10 cents per bag or 20 cents
a cwt. over regular unwashed potatoes in the same size and type of container. The intention at the beginning of the study was to increase the
premium as the season progressed in order to determine the maximum
wholesalers would pay for washed potatoes. The fixing of ceiling prices
on potatoes by the Office of Price Stabilization prevented the completion
of this plan. Sales were discontinued during the brief period when no
adjustment was permitted for washing. After the Office of Price Stabilization allowed a 20-cent per hundred adjustment for washing, sales were
resumed and a 20-cent premium was maintained for the remainder of
the study.
A commercial shipper may experience difficulty in obtaining premium prices at the outset from all wholesale receivers. Until the potatoes are actually received the wholesaler does not know how different
they may be from regular Maine potatoes. Also the wholesaler may
have difficulty in reselling these potatoes to retailers at a premium until
they have demonstrated superior value and sales appeal. It may take
considerable time for the retailer to evaluate consumer reaction to this
new product and he may be reluctant to reorder until his customers have
expressed a definite desire for and willingness to pay the premium for
washed potatoes. This past shipping season may not have been the best
time to evaluate the response of wholesalers, retailers or consumers to
washed Maine potatoes . Whenever potatoes are short in supply wholesalers and retailers will purchase potatoes without much regard to price
or quality. On the other hand many retailers, no doubt, became acquainted with washed Maine potatoes because they may have been the
only available supply at the time and thus a wider distribution was made
than otherwise might have been possible.
Wholesalers' Response

The washed potatoes were sold through 16 different wholesale distributors of which 10 were in the New England area. Questionnaires
were distributed to each of the wholesale receivers and replies were received from 11 on their acceptance of washed potatoes.
Seven of the 11 distributors believed that washed potatoes would
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keep as well as unwashed potatoes while four considered the unwashed
potatoes would keep better than the washed. Nearly all the receivers
believed that the washed potatoes would turn green more quickly when
exposed to light than unwashed potatoes.
Ten of the 11 dealers said that the appearance and sales appeal of
the washed potatoes was better than regular Maine unwashed while one
distributor believed that the unwashed potatoes were better. In comparing the appearance of Maine washed potatoes with washed potatoes from
other producing areas 8 of the 11 distributors believed that Maine potatoes were equal to, two believed Maine's were better than, and one
considered Maine washed potatoes poorer in appearance than the
washed potatoes from other areas. Nine distributors stated that they
would carry washed Maine potatoes regularly if they were available
while one said he did not care to handle them. One said that he had had
too few potatoes to formulate an opinion. Of the nine indicating that
they would carry washed Maine potatoes if available, all stated that they
would like them packaged in 10-pound and 50-pound paper bags. Four
indicated that they would like washed potatoes in IS-pound bags also.
Eight dealers preferred the mesh window bags for the washed potatoes.
Premiums were charged by eight of the wholesale distributors for
the washed potatoes. These premiums ranged from 2 to 19 cents a
package for 10-pound bags and from 20 to 50 cents a cwt. for the 50pound bags. One distributor stated that he did not charge a premium
for the washed potatoes while two distributors did not answer this question. When asked what premium they would be willing to pay for
washed Maine potatoes, eight of the distributors stated they would pay
from 10 to 40 cents a cwt. more for the washed than for unwashed potatoes. Of these eight, seven said they would pay 20 cents or more per
cwt. One distributor said he would not pay a premium while two dealers had not made up their minds as to the additional value of the washed
potatoes.
Six of the 11 receivers stated that retailers came back and asked
specifically for washed Maine potatoes. Two stated that they did not
get any specific requests from retailers for these potatoes while two others said they did not have the potatoes long enough to get any response
and one handler distributed the potatoes to his own stores so this question did not apply to him. Only one of the distributors indicated any
objection received from retailers on these potatoes and this one indicated that the reason for the objection was the higher price. When the
receivers were asked their opinion as to whether or not it would be a
,good thing for Maine to wash a large percentage of its crop, eight an-

I.
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swered in the affirmative, one in the negative and two were noncommittal.
Retailers' Response

A brief survey was made in July, 1952 in the Worcester market
area to determine the retailers' acceptance of washed Maine potatoes.
Lists of retailers receiving one or more lots of these potatoes during the
December to April period were obtained from wholesalers and personal
interviews were made with the retailers. It was found that those retailers who received only one or two lots of washed potatoes had difficulty
in recalling their experiences with these potatoes and thus they were
excluded from the tabulations. Most retailers who had carried these
potatoes two weeks or more had little difficulty in expressing their comments. The stores were selected at random and appear to be representative of the market but this may be questionable since only 16 usable
schedules were obtained. According to the Office of Price Stabilization's store classification, five of the stores were in Class 1, seven in Class
2, two in Class 3, and two in Class 4. The following summarizes the
acceptance of washed Maine potatoes by these 16 stores.
Fifteen of the 16 retailers considered that the washed potatoes had
a better external appearance than unwashed potatoes while the other
retailer considered the appearance the same as unwashed potatoes
(Figure 1). Five of the stores believed that the washed Maine potatoes
had a better general appearance than washed potatoes received from
other producing areas while nine considered them equal in appearance
and one believed they had a poorer appearance than washed potatoes
from other areas. There was unanimous agreement that the washed
Maine potatoes had greater sales appeal than unwashed Maine potatoes.
Three stores believed that the washed potatoes kept better than unwashed while 10 stores believed the keeping quality was the same as
unwashed. Three stores believed the washed potatoes did not keep as
well as the unwashed. Nine stores stated that the washed potatoes would
green more quickly in the store than unwashed but the difference was
not enough to merit consideration. Six retailers said washed potatoes
would not green any faster than unwashed potatoes.
All but one of the retailers contacted stated that they would like
to stock washed Maine potatoes regularly if they were available. In
answer to the question on why they would do this most of them said
they liked the clean, good appearance and had no difficulty in getting
premium prices from their customers. A few stated they had customers
who demanded quality and believed that the washed potatoes would meet
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FIGURE I.- Washed potatoes (center bin) make an attractive display. In
this store they sold at a premium of 40 cents a cwt. over the unwashed Maine
potatoes on the left.

this demand. Fifteen of the stores said they would like to have the
potatoes in lO-pound bags, five preferred to have IS-pound bags while
one retailer wanted S-pound units. Only one retailer wanted the potatoes
in 50-pound bags. Fourteen of the stores preferred to have their potatoes packaged in the mesh window paper bags, one retailer preferred
the potatoes to be packaged in an all mesh bag, and one preferred a
plastic bag for the washed potatoes.
Retailers were asked whether or not they would also carry unwashed Maine potatoes providing they could get a continual supply of
washed potatoes. Seven stores stated they would carry the washed potatoes exclusively while seven stated they would carry unwashed along
with the washed. One retailer said he would not carry the washed potatoes while another did not answer the question. Most of the retailers
stating that they would carry the unwashed in addition to the washed
explained that part of their trade was very price conscious and demanded
a lower priced product.
Three-fourths of the retailers stated that they sold the washed
potatoes at a premium ranging from 2 to 30 cents per IO-pound bag over
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regular unwashed potatoes. The remaining stores said they could not
remember whether or not they charged a premium for the washed potatoes. Ten of the retailers said they would be willing to pay a premium
from 20 cents to $1.00 a cwt. in order to get washed potatoes. Three
of the stores expressed no willingness to pay any premium for washed
potatoes. One of these retailers had sold the washed potatoes at 30 cents
a 10-pound bag over unwashed potatoes. The remaining three retailers
stated that their willingness to pay a premium for washed potatoes depended on the price. When prices were low they felt that they would
be reluctant to pay any premium, but at high prices would be able to
pay a substantial premium since it could be passed on to the consumer
without difficulty.
None of the retailers stated that they had received any complaints
from their customers on the washed potatoes. Five retailers said that
many of their customers came back to their stores and asked specifically
for the washed potatoes while eight said that some of their customers
made specific requests, one store said that only a few of his customers
asked for these potatoes specifically. Two retailers said they did not
receive any specific requests for washed potatoes.

CONCLUSIONS
Through actual sales it has been proved that there is a wide potential market for washed Maine potatoes. Wholesalers and consumers
have demonstrated their willingness to purchase these washed potatoes
at prices which will repay the shipper for performing this service.
Washed potatoes are not new to the consumer and wholesalers since
they have been purchasing washed potatoes for a number of years from
several early and late producing areas.
In recent years more and more areas have started washing to improve the appearance of their product so it will find wider acceptance
in the market. These areas have found that it pays them to perform this
service. As more and more washed potatoes appear on the market,
Maine may find itself in the position of being forced to dress up its
product to effectively meet this competition. When potato prices are
high, there does not appear to be any incentive to change merchandising
practices since all the crop will be sold without difficulty. However,
sooner or later Maine will be confronted with a surplus potato problem.
In order to effectively meet the competition from other producing areas,
she may need to make some changes in merchandising to get her share
of the market. It would be better for the Maine industry to be ready
before this time comes rather than wait to make the changes when the
financing of any change may be difficult.

